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Abstract
The aim of the present paper was to contribute to clarify the question of the relationship between conjunction density and writing 
quality, and examine if there were any differences among the participants in terms of the frequency of use of conjunctions in their 
compositions. The participants were 399 secondary education students. Results of the quantitative analysis showed a positive 
significant relationship between conjunction density and the composition global score. Fourth grade students outperformed third 
grade students in the use of conjunctions. The qualitative analysis revealed little variety in the participants’ use of conjunctions, 
especially among third-grade students. Participants experienced difficulty in using conjunctions especially adversative and 
additive ones.
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1. Introduction
This study analysed the use of conjunctions, as defined and classified by Halliday and Hasan (1976), by third-
year and fourth-year secondary education Spanish EFL learners in their argumentative writings. Conjunction is a 
cohesive relation that refers to “a specification of the way in which what is to follow is systematically connected to 
what has gone before” (Halliday & Hasan, 1976:227). We can say that conjunctions are aids for the reader to 
connect sentences and paragraphs in order to make sense of the text.
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The significance of this study is at least two-fold. First of all, it is hoped that the results of this study might lead to 
a better understanding of the relation between the use of these ties and the quality of Spanish EFL writing. Secondly, 
the insights gained from the quantitative and qualitative analysis can provide English teachers with a better idea on 
what needs to be done in order to help learners make better use of conjunctions.
2. Review of the literature
One of the most significant works that have contributed to our explicit understanding of cohesion is Halliday and 
Hasan (1976). Cohesion refers to the range of grammatical and lexical possibilities that exist for linking an element 
of language with what has gone before or what follows in a text. This linking is achieved through relations in 
meaning that exist within and across sentences (Halliday & Hasan, 1976). Cohesion is divided into lexical cohesion 
and grammatical cohesion; the latter is subdivided into four types, that is, reference, substitution, ellipsis and 
conjunction (Halliday & Hasan, 1976). Halliday & Hasan (1976: 226) refer to the cohesive relation of conjunction in 
the following terms: ”Conjunctive elements are cohesive not in themselves but indirectly, by virtue of their specific 
meanings; they are not primarily devices for reaching out into the preceding (or following) text, but they express 
certain meanings which presuppose the presence of other components in the discourse”. Halliday and Hasan (1976) 
categorise conjunctions into four subcategories: additive, adversative, causal and temporal. This categorisation of 
conjunctions that will be used for the present study.
Over the past 30 years, a number of studies have approached the association between the use of cohesive items 
and writing quality. However, no agreement has been reached so far. Some studies like Zhang (2000), who focused 
on the expository compositions of Chinese undergraduates, and Castro (2004), who examined the argumentative 
essays written by a group of L2 English Filipino college freshmen find no connection between cohesion and writing 
quality. On the other hand, some other studies discovered some evidence of a significant relationship between 
cohesive ties and writing quality. Among these studies are the work by Liu & Braine (2005), who examined the
argumentative essays written by Chinese undergraduate students, the research study by Zhang (2010) with Chinese 
college students, and the research work by Yang & Sun (2012), who examined undergraduate Chinese EFL learners’
argumentative writings. 
Researchers have also identified some problems concerning cohesion in the writings of ESL/EFL learners. Narita, 
Sato & Sugiura (2004) carried out a corpus-based study to investigate the use of logical connectors in essays written 
by advanced Japanese EFL learners. They found that the overuse of first, moreover, in addition and of course was 
significant, whereas there was an apparent underuse of the logical connectors then, yet and instead. 
Wei-yu Chen (2006) carries out a corpus-based connector study on the writing of master students in Taiwan. The 
study explores the use of conjunctions in two corpora compiled by the author. EFL writers used additive 
conjunctions most often, while the professional writers most frequently used the conjunctive adverbials in the 
adversative category. Additionally, the qualitative analysis revealed that certain conjunctions (e.g. besides, therefore) 
were used inappropriately by some of the learners. Another common problem was that students often used 
conjunctions (e.g. therefore) to string sentences together without establishing any logicality. 
Hamed (2014) investigated the use of conjunctions in argumentative essays written by English as a Foreign 
Language fourth-year undergraduate Libyan students majoring in English. The selection and classification of 
conjunctions were based on Halliday & Hasan’s (1976) taxonomy. Findings showed that the students used the 
conjunctions inappropriately, and that the adversative conjunctions posed the most difficulty for the learners, 
followed by additives and causals
3. Aims of the study
As we have seen in the review of the literature in the previous section, while some studies (Castro, 2004; Zhang, 
2000) report no significant relationship between use of cohesive devices and writing quality, some other studies (Liu 
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& Braine, 2005; Yang & Sun, 2012; Zhang, 2010) discover some evidence of a significant relationship between 
them. Clearly, the research question of the relationship between the number of cohesive ties used and quality of 
English writing remains an open one. Contributing to clarify this issue is the first objective of this paper.
Furthermore, we observe that there is scant information on the use of cohesive devices by ESL/EFL writers 
across grade levels. As our second aim, we intend to examine to which extent the use of conjunctions might 
associate with distinct grade EFL writers. The comparison between third and fourth graders’ writings allows us to 
identify how the use of conjunctions develop within a school setting and may deepen our understanding of the 
deployment of cohesive items in EFL writing. 
The current research is thus carried out to comparatively examine conjunction and conjunction errors in 
argumentative essays written by third-year and fourth-year secondary education Spanish EFL learners, and to
examine the correlation between their frequency of use and the writing quality.
The following research questions are the focus of the study:
Research Question 1: Is there a positive relationship between frequency of use of conjunctions and writing 
quality? 
Research Question 2:  Are there any differences between third and fourth grade students in terms of the 
frequency of use of conjunctions in their compositions?
4. Method
4.1. Participants
The participants were 399 secondary education students enrolled in seven different state schools in Asturias and 
all of whom had started learning English at the age of five. The sample was divided into four groups: Two groups of 
students consisting of a first group made up of 199 students in the third year of compulsory education and a second 
group made up of 194 students in the fourth year of compulsory education. 
4.2. Procedure
For the present study, the data come from a written composition activity, which was administered to participants 
in their own classroom. For the written activity, students had to write on the topic ‘Do you think school uniform 
should be worn at the high school?’ All the participants were given 30 minutes for the writing activity. In this way, 
both time and topic constraints were controlled in order to make results comparable (Wolfe-Quintero et al. 1998).
Analysis of the compositions for cohesion was performed by counting conjunctions in accordance with the 
taxonomy of cohesive devices provided in Halliday and Hasan (1976), consisting of four categories of conjunctions, 
in terms of semantic function: additive, adversative, causal, and temporal.
5. Results
A statistical analysis was carried out with the program R Development Core Team 2012, version 2.15. What 
follows is an explanation of the main results obtained.
Research Question 1: Is there a positive relationship between frequency of use of conjunctions and writing 
quality? 
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Conjunction density turned out to be associated significantly with the composition global score. The relationship 
between number of conjunctions and the global composition score was positive (when one increased, the score 
increased) in both groups (p 0.59; p-Value <0.001).
Research Question 2: Are there any difference between third and fourth year graders in terms of the frequency of
use of conjunctions in their compositions?
The figures showed a significance difference between both grades, with fourth graders outperforming third 
graders in the total number of conjunctions (M=4.11, Student’s t-test, p<0.04; M=2.78, Student’s t-test, p<0.001).
6. Discussion
The present study investigated the use of conjunctions in the argumentative essays composed by a sample of 399 
Spanish secondary education students. We found that the frequency of use of conjunctions was associated 
significantly with the quality of the compositions. This agrees with research by Liu and Braine (2005), Yang and 
Sun (2012) and Zhang (2010) in other research contexts. Furthermore, we found that fourth grade students 
outperformed third grade students in the use of conjunctions. This is in line with Yang and Sun’s (2012) study that 
showed that higher proficiency EFL learners outperform lower proficiency EFL learners in the ability to use 
cohesive devices.
With respect to the qualitative analysis, we can see that in the group, additives and casuals formed the largest 
occurrence of use, followed by adversatives and temporal conjunctions. There was an extremely limited variety of 
conjunctions from each category. The majority of conjunctions were either underused or not used at all. Students 
used conjunctions only sporadically and repeatedly used the same conjunction items. This reveals that for these 
learners the use of conjunctions still remains at a basic stage, which inevitably affects the quality of the writings. We 
can say that the application of conjunctions to use in writing may constitute persistent challenges to EFL learners 
across different grade levels.
Some pedagogical implications can be drawn from the identification of the incorrect uses of conjunctions in 
students’ writings carried out in the present study. As we have seen, the application of conjunctions to use in writing 
constitutes persistent challenges to our secondary education learners across different grade levels. The errors 
committed in the use of conjunctions affected the logical connectivity between sentences and paragraphs. Moreover, 
the analysis carried out in the present paper reveals that students show little variety in the use of conjunctions. 
Teachers of English as a second language in secondary education should place more emphasis on the use of 
conjunctions, teaching students a large quantity of these cohesive ties. They should also make students aware of the 
semantic distinction between conjunctions that belong to the same grammatical category. 
When selecting which conjunctions should be used, students need to go through a careful thought process to 
ensure the logic of the arguments is enhanced by the use of these linking devices and not hampered as it is usually 
the case in many instances. The use of carefully elaborated exercises instead of the usual lists of conjunctions could 
help develop this necessary thinking process and increase their repertoire of these devices. This would be the right 
path to the development of the language learners’ overall proficiency.
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